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E. M. Forster (1879-1970) can be regarded as one of the most controversial 
writers of his time, and Howards End has always been the most controversial of his 
novels. Divergences of the criticism on the novel reside mainly in its ambivalence and 
ambiguity as a result of Forster’s “double vision,” and its happy, but unconvincing 
ending that seems to embody the ultimate and comprehensive “connection” of all 
those opposing forces Forster has discerned in modern society. The present thesis 
aims to reveal the connotation of the epigraphy “Only connect…” and Forster’s real 
intention to conceive such a happy ending whose “connection” is actually one-sided, 
so as to justify Forster’s “double vision.” 
The present thesis consists of six chapters, an “Introduction,” and a 
“Conclusion.” “Introduction” briefly traces the vicissitudes of Forster criticism and 
scholarship, then introduces the main points of controversy on Howards End: whether 
Forster’s “double vision” in Howards End is its strength or weakness, with Woolf on 
one side and Widdowson on the other. This thesis agrees with Widdowson in viewing 
the novel as “both an ardent affirmation of liberal-humanist values and an intuition of 
their vulnerability,” therefore regarding the “double vision” as the fruit of Forster’s 
profound, penetrating, and sensitive mind rather than his artistic failure. 
Chapter I, “A Passage to Howards End,” explores the social, cultural and 
intellectual background in which the novel is written. Howards End is a response to 
the various forces of the Edwardian age, which was a time of social and political strife 
under its peaceful surface. In Howards End Forster anticipates the liberal dilemma 
that he later identifies in “The Challenge of Our Time” as the conflict between the 
liberal culture and its economic base, between the liberal-humanist values and the 
doctrines of laissez-faire. Against the liberal dilemma, Forster proposes the 
connection, among many a connection, between the New Economy and the Old 
Morality. Rooted in the liberal-humanist tradition, Forster develops his own 
philosophy, whose core is the faith in the individual, personal relationships, the 
private life, tradition, intellect and culture. Forster’s philosophy also has its Romantic 
dimension: his emphasis on love, imagination, and nature. The notion of “connection” 
also relates Forster to both Romanticism and Victorian Liberal-humanism.  
In writing Howards End, Forster seems to have felt in terms of antitheses. Four 
major antitheses are picked up to form the main body of the thesis, from Chapter II to 
Chapter V. Chapter II, “Two Cultures: the Commercial and the Intellectual,” explores 
the relationship of the two cultures, embodied in the intercourse between two families: 
the Wilcoxes and the Schlegels. They also represent two ways of life and two sets of 
values. The two worlds should be connected for many reasons. First of all, the 
cultured people are economically dependent on the business people; their lofty 
thoughts and righteous values are based on material wealth and physical comforts. 















inevitable. Margaret Schlegel recognizes the necessity of the connection and tries it 
through her marriage to Henry Wilcox. But her attitude to Henry unconsciously 
betrays the intellectual’s superiority complex. In her life with Henry, Margaret comes 
to find that the outer life that the Wilcoxes represent is not so real as it appears to be. 
On the contrary, the inner life is real, and personal relationship is important. Forster’s 
true intention is “to adjust the lopsidedness of the world” in “a commercial age,” to 
reassert the value of the liberal-humanist values against the over-emphasis on the 
outer life, the commercial power, and the practical achievements. 
Chapter III, “Two Camps: the Male and the Female,” discusses the relationship 
between the two sexes. The war between the Schlegels and the Wilcoxes is not only a 
war between two cultures but also two sexes. The novel shows how the feminist 
Schlegel sisters get lost in the overwhelming patriarchal Wilcoxism, and how they 
finally reassert their former notions and attempt for a dynamically equal relationship 
between the two sexes, at the center of which are Forster’s notions of Love and 
Comradeship. 
Chapter IV, “Two Classes: the Rich and the Poor,” reveals the tension between 
the two major social divisions: the rich and the poor. Leonard Bast is introduced into 
the book to demonstrate the fate of the poor, so as to expose the limitations and falsity 
of Democracy and Equality. Leonard’s tragedy lies in the fact that he is eager to 
acquire culture but cannot attain to its essence because of his restricted circumstances. 
Leonard’s case reveals to Margaret the inadequacy of culture and the importance of 
money. Leonard’s case also serves as a mirror reflecting different attitudes of the rich 
towards the poor. The Schlegel sisters, representing the liberal-humanists, look for 
justice for him out of good-will but are unable to help him virtually; the Wilcoxes, 
representing the capitalists, are totally indifferent to him out of their philosophy of 
Social Darwinism. Leonard’s death condemns both the Schlegels’ culture and the 
Wilcoxes’ cruelty. 
Chapter V, “Two Civilizations: the City and the Country,” expresses Forster’s 
detest for the new civilization, represented by London and motor car, and his yearn for 
the old one, represented by the countryside and Howards End. Howards End is the 
epitome of the whole England, and Mrs. Wilcoxes represents the old race who gets 
wisdom from tradition and from the earth. Both the Schlegels and the Wilcoxes 
belong to the modern city; both the Schlegel intellectual talks and the Wilcox motor 
car are destructive to human civilization. But the Schlegel sisters recognize the sacred 
nature of Mrs. Wilcox and then come to know and love the rural England and its 
traditional civilization. Forster fixes up the happy ending of the novel at Howards End 
to indicate the final victory of the traditional rural civilization. But at the same time 
Forster knows very clearly that it is just his hearty hope – it neglects reality and logic. 
Chapter VI, “Who Shall Inherit Howards End,” presents how Howards End, the 
epitome of the liberal England, sets to find its proper heir and owner, and how 















types of people are kept out of its door: the Wilcox Imperialists and the modern 
degenerated yeomen. But the true heir is Helen and Leonard’s child, who will be 
furnished with the best possible values and advantages for achieving true “wholeness” 
of being and assuring the survival and vitality of the traditional culture. He suggests a 
hope for England. 
“Conclusion” points out that some forces are excluded from the great 
“connection” of the happy ending which does not turn out as one may expect. The 
true “connection” is between the rural, traditional culture and the liberal-humanist, 
intellectual culture. Such an ending is expressing Forster’s strong wish and faith rather 
than his knowledge of the reality. Meanwhile his knowledge of the reality is also 
reflected in the novel, hence forming a double vision. The novel’s ambiguity is the 
result of a sensitive and superb mind. 
We love Howards End for its unsurpassable beauty and richness; we admire its 
author, E. M. Forster, for his unswerving adherence to the values he inherits from 
tradition, and cherishes and advocates as the antidote to heal the depersonalized and 
decivilized modern world. Forster’s voice should be heard even today, and this thesis 
is an attempt to serve this end. 
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E. M. Forster (1879-1970) can be regarded as one of the most controversial 
writers of his time. He cannot be classified into the Edwardian Realists, nor into the 
Georgian Modernists. Forster himself, however, would be thankful for it, for he 
detests classification very much.1 He stands alone, but extends his antennae to every 
aspect of the art of literature. He dreads fame, but fame dogs him steadily throughout 
his life. He is one of the best connoisseurs in the world for great works, but the world 
has been reluctant to really acknowledge his own as great works. Duke Maskell sums 
up his reputation impartially, though a lover of his works would be unwilling to 
confess: “Mr. Forster’s place in the canon is an unusual one. He enjoys, securely, a 
reputation of the most insecure kind – that of a major figure – definitely that – who 
falls just short – but clearly short – of true greatness.”2  
Forster’s reputation has been built upon six novels, two collections of short 
stories, a book of literary criticism Aspects of the Novel (1927), two biographies, and a 
remarkable number of essays and broadcast speeches, some of which appeared in 
Abinger Harvest (1936) and Two Cheers for Democracy (1951). The years from 1903 
to 1910 were years of extraordinary creative release for Forster. In addition to the 
major portion of his short stories, later collected in The Celestial Omnibus and Other 
Stories (1911), he wrote four novels of mature style and surpassing power and insight. 
They are: Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905), The Longest Journey (1907), A Room 
with a View (1908), and Howards End (1910). However, A Passage to India, generally 
acknowledged as his greatest novel, appeared in 1924.  
In general, Forster’s works have been enthusiastically read and appreciated by 
critics and fellow writers as well as by common readers. His writings are arresting for 
many reasons: his sense of humor, his gift for dialogue, his passion for beauty and 
romance and poetry, his unique way of conceiving and telling interesting stories, his 
accuracy in observing and portraying characters, his penetrating insight into social 
issues and his power of social criticism, and so on. One is not surprised if he 
encounters declarations like “Mr. E. M. Forster is one of the great novelists,”3 
because “all the qualities that are needed to make a masterpiece”4 are presented in his 
works. Some insightful critics, however, discern that, despite all the merits of 
Forster’s works, he lacks the force to integrate all these elements,5 and his works 
contain “grave faults”6 and limitations.7 
                                                 
1 In Aspects of the Novel Forster satirizes those pseudo-scholars, who “classes books before he has understood or 
read them; that is his first crime.” (AN, 11). 
2 Duke Maskell, “Mr Forster’s Fine Feelings,” E. M. Forster: Critical Assessments, ed. J. H. Stape, 4 Vols. 
(London: Helm Information LTD, 199-), 4: 292. 
3 Unsigned review, E. M. Forster: The Critical Heritage, ed. Philip Gardner (London: TJ Press, 1973), 130. 
4 Virginia Woolf, “The Novels of E. M. Forster,” Critical Assessments, 2: 29. 
5 Virginia Woolf and Howard N. Doughty, Jr., among others, hold this point of view. Critical Assessments, 2: 29, 
39. 
6 Unsigned review, Critical Heritage, 155. 















Thanks to Philip Gardner, who edited E. M. Forster: The Critical Heritage 
(1973), and J. H. Stape, who edited the even more inclusive E. M. Forster: Critical 
Assessments Vols. I-IV (199-), it becomes easier to trace the vicissitudes of Forster 
criticism and scholarship since his debut as a promising novelist at the beginning of 
the last century. Generally speaking, Forster’s novels were all received with great 
enthusiasm upon their appearances. Though defects were easily found in these books, 
and though “he is in any case an author about whom there is considerable 
disagreement,”8 Forster was still hailed as one of “the highest talent,” and could be 
expected to create some really great literature.9 But during the thirties and the early 
forties, after he ceased to create novels, Forster’s reputation as a novelist was in 
danger of abating until Lionel Trilling, one of the greatest contemporary American 
literary critics, brought about a Forster ‘revival’ by dedicating a brilliant monograph 
to his work in 1943.10 Trilling’s study on Forster in terms of “moral realism” and 
“liberal imagination,” among others, influenced the Forster criticism and scholarship 
since then on, though no other book on Forster would appear until 1957.11 The 
publication of the major portion of his non-fiction writings during the fifties, among 
which Two Cheers for Democracy (1951) was the most important, helped the 1960s’ 
scholars to investigate the intellectual backgrounds of Forster’s fiction. Frederick C. 
Crews’ E. M. Forster: The Perils of Humanism (1962), John B. Beer’s The 
Achievement of E. M. Forster (1962), and Wilfred Stone’s The Cave and the Mountain: 
A Study of Forster (1966) remains among the best books on Forster. The publication 
of his Maurice (written before A Passage to India but published in 1971), a novel of 
homosexual love, and The Life to Come and Other Stories (1972), a collection of 
short stories more than half of which had homosexual contents, after his death, and 
later of P. N. Furbank’s authorized biography E. M. Forster: A Life (1977,1978), 
which, among its remarkable record and analysis of Forster’s life, reveals Forster’s 
homosexual temperament and experience, and Forster’s Commonplace Book (1978), 
shed new light on the study of Forster. Forster scholarship became flourishing again. 
The annual bibliographies of PMLA shows that at least 15 books appeared between 
1975 and 1988, as well as several hundred articles and chapters in books and dozens 
of dissertations. 12 Forster’s homosexuality was taboo no longer, and critics and 
scholars began to interpret his writings in light of this aspect of his character. John 
Colmer’s E. M. Forster: The Personal Voice (1975), Claude J. Summers’ E. M. 
Forster (1983) and Norman Page’s E. M. Forster (1987), among many others, 
attempted to analyze Forster’s homosexual writings unbiasedly. But their dealing with 
                                                 
8 Woolf, 24. 
9 It is the common understanding among his early reviewers, which can be seen from above-mentioned two 
collections of critical essays. 
10 Lionel Trilling, E. M. Forster (1943; London: Hogarth Press, 1962). 
11 That is James McConkey’s The Novels of Forster (1957). 
12 The data are attained from Alistair M. Duckworth, Howards End: E. M. Forster’s House of Fiction (New York: 















Forster’s other novels was mainly to confirm or refine rather than remodel the 
received assessments and interpretations. The only alteration was that they 
re-enhanced Howards End to a position of importance almost equal to that of A 
Passage to India, after the low estimation of it held by Leavis, Crews and Stone.  
Howards End has always been the most controversial novel of Forster. It is 
almost a common feeling for most reviewers that the ending is unsatisfactory, Helen’s 
sexual affair with Leonard Bast is improbable, and Margaret and Henry’s marriage is 
incredible. On other aspects divergences come forth; some viewpoints are even 
opposite to each other. The characterizations in the novel, for instance, are accurate 
and realistic for some, but are defects for others.13 Forster’s symbolism is appreciated 
by some,14 but is regarded as a fatal failure to the book by others.15 I. A. Richards 
identifies the oddness of “Mr. Forster’s methods as a novelist,” and believes that “this 
oddness, if we can track it down, may help us to seize those other peculiarities which 
make him on the whole the most puzzling figure in contemporary English letters.”16 
The oddness, according to Virginia Woolf, lies on its lack of an integrating force, 
of a “single vision” that would help the book to attain “the authority of a 
masterpiece.” While recognizing many aspects of Forster’s high talent – each aspect 
alone can reach the highest level for a man of letters – Woolf is regretful to see that 
“Here, then, is a difficult family of gifts to persuade to live in harmony together: satire 
and sympathy; fantasy and fact; poetry and a prim moral sense.”17 There are too 
many contrary currents in the book that “run counter to each other” so that “the 
strength of his blow is dissipated.” Woolf can’t help but wish that “If he were less 
scrupulous, less just, less sensitively aware of the different aspects of every case, he 
could, we feel, come down with greater force on one precise point.” As it is, “there is 
often an ambiguity at the heart of Mr. Forster’s novels…and instead of seeing…one 
single whole we see two separate parts.”18 
This oddness, that is, the “ambiguity at the heart of Mr. Forster’s novels,” 
however, turns to a uniqueness in the eyes of Peter Widdowson: “The rich ambiguity, 
the fundamental irresolution of Howards End are key factors in its importance as a 
novel,” and “it is precisely in the tensions, irresolutions and ambiguities of the novel 
that its strength resides.”19 Divergence is the result of different approaches to the 
                                                 
13 The Athenaeum reviewer says that “the defects of this novel are that the protagonists are points of view rather 
than characters.” The Critical Heritage, 151. F. R. Leavis thinks that Leonard Bast “is clearly a mere external 
grasping at something that lies outside of the author’s first-hand experience.” Critical Assessments, 2: 115. But, in 
the same critical essay collection, I. A. Richards sings very high of the characterization of the same character 
Leonard Bast. Critical Assessments, 2: 37. The Westminster Gazette’s reviewer complains that Mrs. Wilcox 
“represents a sort of over-soul,” for which readers “had been quite unprepared, and herein lies the real weakness of 
Mr. Forster’s book.” The Critical Heritage, 148. To give only a few examples. 
14 Frank Kermode sings high of Forster as a symbolist. “Mr. E. M. Forster as a Symbolist,” E. M. Forster: A 
Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Malcolm Bradbury (New Jersy: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 1966), 90-95. 
15 Woolf holds that Forster’s symbolism and mysticism often make readers unprepared. 27. 
16 I. A. Richards, “E. M. Forster,” Critical Assessments, 2: 32. 
17 F. R. Leavis agrees with Woolf here. He holds that Forster’s attempt to combine all these elements makes him 
“unbelievably crude and weak.” 109. 
18 Virginia Woolf, 26-29. 















novel: Woolf criticizes it in terms of pure artistic canon, whereas Widdowson, like 
Trilling, locates it in England’s liberal tradition, and eulogizes it for its insight of and 
contribution to that tradition. It is in this sense, one might assume, that Trilling claims 
Howards End as Forster’s masterpiece.20 Peter Widdowson enlarges the interpretation 
of Howards End to a political dimension by successfully comparing the novel to 
Masterman’s The Condition of England (1909), and associates literary criticism with 
value system. He identifies two interrelated crises that Howards End reveals: one is 
the liberal crisis, and the other is the crisis of the realistic novel in the 20th century. 
The ambiguities and ambivalences are the reflections of these crises. Widdowson 
points out that 
 
The novel in fact contains both an ardent affirmation of liberal-humanist values and an 
intuition of their vulnerability – perhaps their inefficacy – in the process of contemporary 
social change. Nevertheless, both in structure and idea, Howards End …just manages to resist 
the depredations of those “decivilizing” forces which Forster sensed in the modern world, 
and finally postulates the survival of the values he cherished. The victory, however, was 
Pyrrhic.21 
 
This passage is highly illuminating for us to understand Forster’s thought and his 
treatment of the novel. 
Is it true that a consistent and dominating perspective, as Woolf believes, is 
crucial in making a masterpiece? Or, as Widdowson holds, ambiguity and 
ambivalence are really where Howards End’s unique strength and richness reside? 
“Only connect” is the motto commanding the whole book, but Woolf criticizes 
Forster’s being short of the force to connect. How, then, to explain this paradox? Has 
Forster really achieved the goal of connection? Does the seemingly happy ending 
fulfill Forster’s ultimate purpose? 
“Plain question, plain answer” is one of the catchwords of the practical, 
single-minded Wilcoxes, but is negated by Mrs. Wilcox: “one doesn’t ask plain 
questions. There aren’t such things.” (HE, 16) That remark should be kept in mind 
while we are considering Howards End. In it Forster is determined to present a 
complex world before us, and to raise complicated questions for us. Trilling labels this 
quality of Forster’s novels as “moral realism,” which can be seen as a quality held by 
the dialectical intelligence with its avoidance of oversimplification and absolutes, with 
its awareness of “the contradiction, paradoxes and dangers of living the moral life.”22 
Forster’s complex and comprehensive outlook on life defines his form of art. In this 
sense, we shouldn’t regard his lack of single vision or single perspective as an 
unpardonable weakness. On the contrary, the profundity of his mind, the penetration 
of his insight, and the sensitivity of his feeling, make his voice, though slightly 
                                                 
20 Trilling, 99. 
21 Widdowson, 7. 















tentative and hesitant, trusty. Forster’s comprehensive intelligence allows a variety of 
perspectives in the novel, which reminds us that differing perspectives should be 
allowed in the world, and none should place itself absolutely above the others. It is 
also a rule for the reading of the novel itself: it, like any masterpiece, allows and 
invites infinite interpretations. 
The present thesis is just a tentative, yet sympathetic, interpretation on the basis 
of a close reading, in attempt to justify Forster’s “double vision,” which is criticized 
by Virginia Woolf, in light of the social context of the novel as well as the 
liberal-humanist and romantic tradition that Forster adheres to. This thesis also 
analyzes some of Forster’s ambivalent attitudes that either illuminate the strength or 
expose the limitations of his thought. It seems that such a position as I take is also the 
result of a dialectical mind. It is what I have gained most from reading E. M. Forster.  
The present thesis consists of six chapters, an “Introduction,” and a 
“Conclusion.” Chapter I, “A Passage to Howards End,” explores the social, cultural 
and intellectual background in which the novel is written. The knowledge of Forster’s 
particular liberal, humanistic, romantic and individualistic philosophy is a key to the 
central argument of this thesis. In writing Howards End Forster seems to have felt in 
terms of antitheses. Four major antitheses are picked up to form the main body of the 
thesis, from Chapter II to Chapter V. They are: 1. two cultures: the commercial and 
the intellectual; 2. two camps: the male and the female; 3. two classes: the rich and the 
poor; 4. two civilizations: the city and the country. This thesis shows that Forster 
explores the intricate relationships between each side of these antitheses, and 
emphasizes the necessity of connecting the two poles of each pair. To this end, plots, 
characters, symbols, scenes are created. But ambiguity and ambivalence appear from 
time to time. Chapter VI, “Who Shall Inherit Howards End?” discusses the happy 
ending which seems to be the fulfillment of the ultimate and all-inclusive 
“connection,” and by which Forster decides, literarily, of course, the Fate of England. 
But some forces are excluded from the great “connection,” which does not turn out 
not as one may expect. “Conclusion” reveals what the true “connection” is, or rather 
what Forster’s true intention is. The novel’s ambiguity is justified at both ideological 
and artistic levels. 
For Trilling, E. M. Forster is “the only living novelist who can be read again and 
again and who, after each reading, gives me…the sensation of having learned 
something.”23 It is the same case for me. And I sincerely wish that what I have 
learned from E. M. Forster would be forwarded to others, presently, through this 
thesis. 
                                                 














Chapter I  A Passage to Howards End 
 
Howards End appeared in 1910, hence “a product of that Indian summer of 
Victorian liberal-humanist culture.”24 It is not only a gentle but an enduring echo of 
the Victorian liberal-humanist values, but also an authentic image reflecting its own 
age, in a quite different way from that of his contemporary Edwardian novelists like 
Galsworthy, H. G. Wells, and Arnold Bennett.  
On the surface, the Edwardian period (1901-10) was a time of social order, 
mental peace, and material prosperity. In the eyes of the nostalgic it was “a social 
Eden before the Fall,” and “the golden evening of Empire and the Pax Britannica.”25 
But under its deceptively secure surface lay a creeping restlessness and threat. It was 
“Wandering between two worlds, one dead, / The other powerless to be born.”26 The 
dual tendencies – a sense of security and the drive towards violent change – informed 
the broad social, political, and cultural life of the nation as a whole. Far from being a 
paradise, the Edwardian age was a time of social and political strife. Irish nationalists 
were bitterly opposed by Ulster unionists. Organized labors and trades unions, 
incensed by the Taff Vale case (1901), demanded remedial legislation and repeatedly 
struck for better pay and working conditions. Militant suffragettes, pursuing equality 
at the polls and in the workplace, turned to arson and crimes after frustrations. 
Meanwhile, the War Office and the Admiralty, perceiving threats in the expansionist 
policies of post-Bismarckian Germany, committed Britain to a costly armaments race. 
Nationalism and chauvinism prevailed in the English public, and this mood best 
explained the popularity of Edward Elgar, the composer laureate of England, and was 
perfectly expressed in his Pomp and Circumstance, Marches Nos. 1 and 2 of 1901 and 
the Coronation Ode of 1902, which contains the text of Land of Hope and Glory  
(“Wider still and wider, may thy bounds be set. / God who made thee mighty, make 
thee mightier yet!”).27 This mood is captured by Forster in Howards End when the 
patriotic Mrs. Munt taps her feet to Pomp and Circumstance at the Queen’s Hall, but 
Margaret dislikes the piece, and their German guests politely leave.  
Problems mentioned above all suggested that the policies and attitudes of the 
19th-century Liberalism were under assaults. “Liberalism, with its benevolent but 
slow-moving reforms, its belief in the inevitability of progress, its paternalistic regard 
for the working classes, its anti-Imperialist, pacifist tendencies, its firm belief in 
laissez-faire and compromise, and its solid Gladstonian, prosperous, middle-class 
‘good-sense,’ was becoming increasingly out of touch with the urgent realities of its 
                                                 
24 Widdowson, 7. 
25 Duckworth, 3. 
26 The lines are from Matthew Arnold’s poem “Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse” (1867). Forster admires 
Matthew Arnold as “a great poet, a civilized citizen, and a prophet who has managed to project himself into our 
present troubles.” (TCD, “William Arnold,” 197) 













A Passage to Howards End 
 13 
world.”28 Even divisions appeared within the Liberal party. At the time of the Boer 
War (1899-1902), it disintegrated into “little Englanders,” who opposed to the war, 
with Forster among them, and “imperialists,” who supported it. Charles Wilcox in 
Howards End brings back a Dutch Bible from the Boer War, which suggests that the 
Wilcoxes represent those liberal imperialists. Joseph Chamberlain, the colonial 
secretary, proposed in 1903 a policy of tariff reform – a system of protectionist 
measures that gave preference to goods from the Empire and exacted duties on goods 
from other nations.29 It was a heavy blow to those who had a strong belief in free 
trade and laissez-faire, the foundation of “classical” liberalism, as it had descended 
from Adam Smith, James Mill, Jeremy Bentham, and David Richardo.  
Meanwhile, the problems of the poor in cities demanded urgent attention. Since 
the 1870s, when Americans extended their railroads to the Mid-west and began 
shipping vast quantities of cheap grain across the Atlantic, Britain had suffered from a 
depression in agriculture. Thomas Hardy’s novels, among many, best reflect the 
sufferings of the English country people. Agricultural laborers moved to cities by the 
thousands. The ancestors of Leonard Bast in Howards End were yeomen in 
Lincolnshire and Shropshire, and he himself is a representative victim of this 
movement, although he doesn’t belong to “the very poor” yet. Forster’s concern for 
the poor was not an isolated or innovative action. Since the last decade of the 19th 
century, a series of reports had appeared reflecting the problems of the poor in big 
cities. Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People of London (1889) was the first 
systematic and comprehensive study. Then followed Seebohm Rowntree’s study of 
the slums of York, Poverty: A Study of Town Life (1901), L. C. C. Money’s Riches and 
Poverty (1905), Will Reason’s Poverty (1909), and Philip Snowden’s The Living Wage 
(1912). But most influential of all was Sidney and Beatrice Webb’s Minority Report of 
the Poor Law Commission (1909), which prepared the way for subsequent legislative 
action. Besides, C. F. G. Masterman’s The Condition of England (1909) drew much 
public attention to the urgent social issues of the time.30 In 1906, the Liberal party, 
with the aid of the nascent Labor party, won a landslide victory at the polls. Since then, 
the government proposed a series of quasi-socialist measures involving old-age 
pensions, workmen’s compensation, the hours and conditions of work, and 
unemployment and health insurance. No doubt these measures did relieve the 
sufferings of the poor in cities. Liberal intellectuals like Forster didn’t repel 
socialism, 31 but still regarded it as a challenge to their liberal ideology, because a 
                                                 
28 Widdowson, 27. 
29 Duckworth, 4-5. 
30 Here I am just repeating the result of the research by John Colmer, E. M. Forster: The Personal Voice (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975), 87.  
31 In Howards End, the Schlegel sisters’ attitude toward socialism represents Forster’s own. They are even 
regarded as socialists by the Wilcoxes. This affinity for socialism is the reaction against the notorious laissez-faire 
policy of Liberalism. Later Forster endorsed socialism in the realm of economic and politics, but adhered to 
liberalism in the realm of thought and personal relations. He was the literary editor of the socialist Daily Herald in 
1920, and many of his essays and reviews appeared in left-wing newspapers and magazines, though he had never 













A Passage to Howards End 
 14 
consolidated government was a latent threat to individual freedom. 
Forster had an acute sense of the forces, evident or latent, which were shaping 
the condition of the nation at the time. Howards End records his intuitive response to 
as well as his longtime contemplation on the problems caused by these forces. Not 
only almost all the problems mentioned above have been mentioned or reflected in the 
book, it has also presented an organic world in which all the forces are interacting 
dynamically. These forces and problems constitute the world of the novel where its 
characters live and move about. They are the real part of the characters’ life. 
Moreover, the characters exist not only by themselves; they embody various forces, 
therefore their vicissitudes assume much greater significance. 32 The characters, 
events and social conditions are depicted so vividly that Howards End is often 
regarded as a fictional counterpart of Masterman’s The Condition of England, a 
remarkable analysis of the state of the age. After careful study of the two books, 
Widdowson observes: “the similarity of their position is at times uncanny.”33 Both, as 
Widdowson’s analysis shows, reflect the liberal-humanist ethos, but both are obsessed 
by the liberal dilemma that their authors have sensed but could not define yet. 
In the famous broadcast of 1946, “The Challenge of Our Time,” Forster 
expressed his understanding of the liberal dilemma more explicitly and powerfully: 
 
I belong to the fag-end of Victorian liberalism, and can look back to an age whose challenges 
were moderate in their tone, and the cloud on whose horizon was no bigger than a man’s 
hand. In many ways it was an admirable age. It practised benevolence and philanthropy, was 
humane and intellectually curious, upheld free speech, had little colour-prejudice, believed 
that individuals are and should be different, and entertained a sincere faith in the progress of 
society. The world was to become better and better, chiefly through the spread of 
parliamentary institutions. The education I received in those far-off and fantastic days made 
me soft and I am very glad it did, for I have seen plenty of hardness since, and I know it does 
not even pay…. But though the education was humane it was imperfect, inasmuch as we 
none of us realised our economic position. In came the nice fat dividends, up rose the lofty 
thoughts, and we did not realise that all the time we were exploiting the poor of our own 
country and the backward races abroad, and getting bigger profits from our investments than 
we should. We refused to face this unpalatable truth. I remember being told as a small boy, 
“Dear, don’t talk about money, it’s ugly”—a good example of Victorian defence mechanism. 
All that has changed in the present century. The dividends have shrunk to decent 
proportions and have in some cases disappeared. The poor have kicked. The backward races 
are kicking – and more power to their boots. Which means that life has become less 
comfortable for the Victorian liberal, and that our outlook, which seems to me admirable, has 
lost the basis of golden sovereigns upon which it originally rose, and now hangs over the 
abyss. I indulge in these reminiscences because they lead to the point I want to make. 
If we are to answer the Challenge of our Time successfully, we must manage to combine 
the new economy and the old morality. The doctrine of laissez-faire will not work in the 
material world. It has led to the black market and the capitalist jungle. We must have 
                                                 
32 R. A. Scott-James puts it as: “…near to nature on the one hand, and true to the larger vision on the other…the 
fitting of the perception of little things with the perception of universal things.” The Critical Heritage, 135. 













A Passage to Howards End 
 15 
planning and ration books and controls, or millions of people will have nowhere to live and 
nothing to eat. On the other hand, the doctrine of laissez-faire is the only one that seems to 
work in the world of the spirit; if you plan and control men’s minds you stunt them, you get 
the censorship, the secret police, the road to serfdom, the community of slaves. (TCD, 56-57) 
 
This passage is highly revealing in a number of ways. It possesses a deep and clear 
insight into the liberal dilemma: it reveals “the economic position” of the liberal 
civilization. In another word, the liberal values he highly admires rest on money, 
injustice and inequality. “Lofty thoughts,” or culture, rises up from “the nice fat 
dividends.” Once having lost their “basis of golden sovereigns,” the liberal values 
have to face the danger of decadence, or even the destiny of destruction. But without 
these values, civilization is bound to degenerate to materialism, barbarism, and 
philistinism. That point is fictionally expounded in Howards End. And in Howards 
End, as well as in his whole life, all that Forster can do is to keep on affirming the 
value of his values, while recognizing that these values are doomed to destruction by 
the new culture he sees about him and knows to be inferior: 
 
Those of us who were brought up in the old order, when Fate advanced slowly, and tragedies 
were manageable, and human dignity possible, know that that order has vanished from the 
earth. We are not so foolish as to suppose that fragments of it can be salvaged on some desert 
island. But since it is the best thing we knew or are capable of knowing, it has become a habit 
which no facts can alter. (TCD, “They Hold Their Tongues,” 30) 
 
Peter Widdowson is right in saying: “The pre-war past is for the older Forster very 
much the swansong of liberal-humanist civilization.”34 
The two quotations above suggest many of the values of which Forster’s 
liberal-humanist philosophy is composed, and they relate him explicitly to the 
Victorian liberal-humanist tradition. Liberal-humanism was the product of middle 
class culture, especially its elite’s. They believed in the perfectibility of human beings 
and thereby the ultimate progress of human society and happiness for all. Reform and 
education were needed for the gradual improvement of the quality of life for the 
whole people, but should be within the existing social and economic structure and in 
the image of the culture of the elite. The fundamental articles of faith are the sanctity 
of the individual and the ideal development of “the culture of the whole man.”35 
Therefore, “culture” lies at the center of liberal-humanism. Matthew Arnold is 
the best elucidator for the liberal-humanist notion of “culture.” He holds that 
“Culture…having its origin in the love of perfection; it is a study of perfection. It 
moves by the force, not merely or primarily of the scientific passion for pure 
knowledge, but also of the moral and social passion for doing good.” He defines 
                                                 
34 Widdowson, 14. 
35 The thoughts of J. S. Mill, Edmund Burke, Matthew Arnold, to name just the most important figures, make up 
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culture’s motives as “the love of our neighbor, the impulses towards action, help, and 
beneficence, the desire for removing human error, clearing human confusion, and 
diminishing human misery, the noble aspiration to leave the world better and 
happier … ” 36 Then culture’s mission: “Culture has one great passion, the passion for 
sweetness and light. It has one even yet greater! – the passion for making them prevail. 
It is not satisfied till we all come to a perfect man; it knows that the sweetness and 
light of the few must be imperfect until the raw and unkindled masses of humanity are 
touched with sweetness and light.”37 This conviction is also held by the “cultured” 
Schlegel sisters in Howards End. It defines their life style, and explains all of their 
doings in the novel. But Forster, compared to his liberal-humanist predecessors, had 
already lost, as Margaret Schlegel complains of herself, “self-confidence and 
optimism.” (HE, 127) He doubted the perfectibility of human beings and the ultimate 
progress of human society, and, as shown in Howards End, was less sure of the power 
of “culture” and the goodness of the cultured men’s passion for making it prevail. 
Therefore, Forster’s advocacy of and adherence to the liberal-humanist ideals took up 
a position that was defensive rather than aggressive. 
Forster stood at the end of the long list of the great Victorian 
liberal-humanists. D. H. Lawrence might mean that by calling him as “the 
last Englishman.” Liberty, reason, democracy, regard for the individual, 
tolerance, sympathy, generosity, freedom of speech, non-aggression, 
reform of public abuses, respect for civil-rights, civilized discourse, 
regard for art, intellect and tradition, are all ingredients of 
liberal-humanism. Upon these values Forster formed his own philosophy 
of life. Howards End sums up Forster’s liberal-humanist philosophy, but 
his other novels, short stories and numerous essays and speeches also 
help to understand it. The central faith is put on the individual: “I have no 
mystic faith in the people. I have in the individual. He seems to me a 
divine achievement and I mistrust any view which belittles him.”(TCD, 
57) When there comes a collision between the community and the 
individual, or between social justice and personal freedom, he would 
favor the latter at the expense of the former. In Howards End, this 
conviction is expressed as “any human being lies nearer to the unseen 
than any organization.” (HE, 22-23) All the same, he distrusts “Great 
Men” and regards hero-worship as “a dangerous vice.” Instead, he prefers 
“different kinds of small men – a much finer achievement” and “the 
variety of life.”(TCD, 72) At the end of Howards End, after all those 
sufferings and vicissitudes for each character, Margaret ardently observes: 
“It is part of the battle against sameness. Differences – eternal differences, 
                                                 
36 Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy (1869; Indianapolis and New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1971), 
34. 
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